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ABSTRACT 



There is broad recognition in Canada that offering both 
early childhood education to strengthen healthy development for all children 
and child care to support mothers’ workforce participation is in the public 
interest. Noting that Canada does not currently provide adequate early 
childhood care and education, this paper examines federal/provincial 
jurisdictional obstacles to a national child care strategy, especially those 
that arose in the 1990s. The paper first examines how a national child care 
program has been envisioned over the years, and clarifies the proposed roles 
and responsibilities of the various levels of government. This part examines 
three failed attempts to secure a national child care strategy in the context 
of the shifting federalism between 1984 and 1995. The paper also analyzes 
child care within the concept of the social union that began to be debated as 
the federal role in social programs waned in the 1990s. Finally, the Social 
Union Framework Agreement of February 1999 and its possibilities for a 
national child care program are appraised. The paper maintains that the 
Agreement's principles and state objectives not only create a new imperative 
for a national child care strategy but also provide new opportunities for 
implementation. The paper also argues that federal leadership is necessary 
for any national child care strategy’s success, and proposes that an 
effective national strategy be used as a benchmark from which to evaluate 
nation-shaping political arrangements such as the Social Union Framework 
Agreement. Appended is a list of the presentations from the conference at 
which this paper was originally presented. (Contains 63 references.) (KB) 
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Preface 



This paper was originally presented at Good Child Care in Canada in the 21 st Century: 
Preparing the Policy Map, a national conference held in Toronto May 29- 30, 1999. The 
conference papers are to be published as a book by University of Toronto Press edited 
by Gordon Cleveland and Michael Krashinsky in 2000. A complete list of the conference 
presentations and discussants' comments can be found in Appendix A. 

Thanks to University of Toronto Press and to Professors Cleveland and Krashinsky for 
permitting the publication of this paper as a CRRU Occasional Paper. 
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INTRODUCTION 



Why early childhood care and education is a matter of national importance 

In the end of the 1990s, there has been a convergence of ideas about why good quality 
child care is an issue of national importance for Canadians. A National Council of 
Welfare study is a good reflection of contemporary thinking about the importance of 
early childhood care and education not only for individual Canadian children and 
families but for Canadian society-at-large: 

Good child care makes an enormous difference in the ability of poor families to find 
and keep jobs. Affordable child care supports those families that are not poor stay 
in the workforce. But beyond all this, good child care is an excellent -opportunity to 
provide early childhood education and to ensure that all children have the same 
chances for good development. 

Good early childhood education has enormous benefits for children, their families 
and their communities. All the population health research tells us that early 
childhood experiences are among the most important determinants of a person's 
health... Preventing problems and ensuring that children have the best possible 
early development makes good economic sense... 

...Many social programs support families but child care is the backbone of them 
all . 1 

Research and policy analysts in diverse fields — economics, health and medicine, 
education, and human rights — have come to support traditional advocates in feminist, 
social justice and trade union circles to insist that action on child care is imperative. 
There is broad recognition that a strategy for developing early childhood services that 
offer both early childhood education to strengthen healthy development for all children 
and child care to support mothers' labour force participation is in the public interest. 2 

This view that early childhood care and education is a public good is now 
advanced by experts from economics 3 , health 4 , education 3 , and with social 



’. See National Council of Welfare, Preschool Children: Promises to Keep (Ottawa: Author, 1999), 70 and 89. 

2 . See M. Friendly, What Is the Public Interest in Child Care?, in Policy Options, 18(1), 5-6. (1997). 

3 . For example T. Kent, Social Policy 2000: An Agenda (Ottawa: Caledon Institute of Social Policy, 1999); G. 

Cleveland, and M. Krashinsky, The Benefits and Costs of Good Child Care: the Economic Rationale for 
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